AUTOB.043A PATENT 

REAL TIME VEHICLE PURCHASE REQUEST MANAGEMENT 
METHOD AND SYSTEM 

Related Applications 

10001] The present application is related to the co pending mid following commonly 
owned U.S. Pat^atents or patent appUcations having tho following tiflca and attomoy dookot 
numbers, each of which waa filed on cvcai date herewith:: 

COMPUTER IMPLEMENTED PURCHASING SYSTEM WITH AVAILABLE 

INVENTORY MANAGEMENT FUNCTIONS, m&mey dedfet HHsAef 

AUTOB.052AApplication No. 0 9/232.188. which was filed January 14. 1999 and'is 
abandoned. 

SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR SELECTIVELY RETRIEVING INFORMATION 
^TEMS, attomoy dookot number AUTOB.050i \A pplication No: 09/231.521. whirh wa« 
filed January 14. 1999 and is abandoned. 

COMPUTER IMPLEMENTED PURCHASING SYSTEM WITH AFTERMARKET 
PRODUCT INVENTORY DISPLAY, attomoy docket number AUTOD.0 4 7A 
Applicati on No. 09/231.898. which was filed January 14. 1999 and issued on July 26 
2005 as U.S. Patent No. 6.922.674 ~ ^ " 

REAL TIME COMMUNICATION OF PURCHASE REQUESTS, attomoy docket number 
AUTOB.OIOAApphcation No. 09/23 1.409. whi c h was filed Janu ary 14. 1 999 and iso,.^ n» 
August 28. 2 001 as U.S. Patent No. 6.282.517 

COMPUTER IMPLEMENTED PURCHASING SYSTEM WITH USER ACCESSIBLE 
PURCHASE REQUEST STATUS, attomoy dookot number AUTOD.0 16 .\A EElication 
No. 09/231,525. which was fil ed on January 14. 1999 and is abandoned. 

[0002] Each of the aboye referenced patent applications are incorporated by reference 
herein in their entireties. 

Background 

Field 

[0003] The present inyention is related to systems and methods for conducting 
busiiless transactions . More particularl y using networked computers. Furthermore, this inyention 
relates to a ooUor monagina communicating a p otential eustemCT SCustomer's purchase request to a 
seller^d a seller managing such purchase requests 
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Description of the Related Art 

[0004] The global economy has made the business of selling more competitive than 
ever. Businesses that do not maximize customer satisfaction and profitability may not survive in 
today's markets. Businesses are therefore demanding tools and methods to provide a competitive 
edge. 

[0005] In a conventional vehicle sales scenario, a potential eustem ^automobile 
EurdiasCT.initiates a purchasing process by visiting a dealership. The customer may make 
several preHminary visits before making his or her purchasing intent known to the dealer. The 
cuatomor'a manifoatotion of the purchasing intent to tho doolor ma>- bo cquivolcnt to the dealer 
rooci\TnB a purchoao roqucstUntil the purchasin g intent is revealed, the dealer acts inefficiently in 
attempting to consummate a customer purchase . 

10006J fa-For example, the deale r maintains potentially unnecessary re.smirr.e« tn 
handle the preliminary visits. N ot k n ow in g whether the potential customer intend.^ tn maVi. a 
purchase, a large number of salesper so n s s tand ready to confront all visitors to the dealership 
However, many visits are preliminarv and do not re q uire the assistance of a .salesp M-son 
Accordingly, inefSciencv is often exp e rienced in suc h a conventional vehicle dealership setting 

10007] Moreover, in the conventional vehicle dealership setting, namely, a car dealer, 
the salesperson works on a commission basis. The salesperson's income is directly related to a 
vehicle's sales price and the number of vehicle sales. Thus, the salesperson will want to be 
credited for the sale and earn the resulting commission. The conventional vehicle dealership 
setting may not foster efficient cooperation between the sales staff. Thus, the purchaser may 
experience frustration and unpleasantness with the purchasing experience. 

. [0008] For example, once a customer is approached by a salesperson, any resulting 
sale is credited to the salesperson. As far as the purchasing process, the salesperson may be the 
purchaser's sole dealership contact. The other sales staff may be reluctant to assist either the 
salesperson or the purchaser in consummating the sale. This ineflSciency may ultimately result 
in customer frustration and a lost sale for the dealership, hi this setting, the dealership operates 
inefficiently in processing the purchase request. 

[0009] Multi-franchise dealerships are becoming common in today's vehicle 
marketplace. A multi-franchise dealership sells more than one make of vehicle from\a single 



1 

-2- 



B 



a 



location and a single sales staff. With the multi-franchise dealer, not all members of the sales 
staff are equally knowledgeable and qualified to sell all vehicle makes sold by the dealership. 

[0010] In the multi-franchise dealership, a purchaser looking for one make of vehicle 
may be approached by a salesperson less qualified to assist the purchaser in making the purchase 
of the desired vehicle than other salespersons in the same dealership. The salesperson may not 
possess the required product knowledge, or may be too busy to provide the necessary assistance. 
But, the lack of cooperation between the sales staff, inhibits the purchaser from receiving better 
assistance. Thus, customer satisfaction is not maximized, and the purchaser may experience 
unnecessary frustration. This results in dealership ineflBciencies and potential lost sales. 

Summary 

[0011] The present invention is related to systems and methods for conducting 
transactions utilizing networked computers. More particularly, this invention relates to a-seUer 
maaa^a^mmunicating a potential eustemer scustomer's vehicle purchase Fequests rrequest to a 
seller and a seller manag inp; the, purchase request. 

[0012] hi conducting a conmiercial transaction such as the sale of a vehicle, a Data 
Center system facilitates the formulatio n creation and submission of a purchase request. The Data 
Center system provides at least a first user web page accessible by a potential buyer. The 
potential buyer accesses this web page and provides the necessary information needed to 
fionorat o create a purchase request 

[0013] The buyer provided information is then used to create a new vehicle purchase 
request record or a used vehicle purchase request record. Both purcha.se reg ii Rst records contain 
multiple fields. Each field mav additio n allv contain multiple sub-fields or mav even point to 
other fields or records. The purchase request r ecord contains buver and product information 
such as buyer contact information, pro duct description, and pavme nt information 

l^^i^] Each participatmg aollcr may bo aaaigncd an oxolupivo databaoo region m The 
purchase request record is stored in a Data Center system database. In one embodiment, tb^ Data 
Center system database mav be partition e d into exc1u.sive database regions. Each particip ating^ 
sellerfflay be assigned an exclusive data b ase region, hi another embodiment, a peller record may 
advantageously exist for each seller, and the seller record contains information associated with 
> , the particular seller. For example, the seller record can contain o;^ point to the seller's purchase 
^ ; request records. Here, the collection of all records, associated with the. sellCT advantageously 
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comprises a virtual exclusive database region in the Data Center system database. The Data 
Cento- system database further contains information regarding, for example, sellers, exclusive 
seller regions, and available products. 

[0015J When a potential buyer submits either a new vehicle purchase request or a 
used vehicle purchase request, the Data Center system invokes program modules such as, by way 
of example, a buyer access module, to create an appropriate purchase request record. Moreover, 
the Data Center system identifies and notifies an appropriate seller of the purchase request. In 
one ranbodiment, the purchase request record is stored in the appropriate seller's exclusive 
database region, hi another embodiment, the seller record may advantageously point to the 
purchase request record. Thus, the seller immediately becomes aware of the purchase request 
upon the purchaao roquogfa croation. creation of the p urc hase request record. Tn an alternative 
embodiment, the Data Center syste m mav identify and notify one or a pluralitv of sellers of the 
purchase request. Here, the purch ase request record mav be stored in each identified seller's 
exclusive database reg ion. 

1^*16] For a new vehicle purc hase request, the appropriate seller is advantageously 
determined bv exclusive seller regi ons based on vehicle make and zip code. For a used vehicle 
purchase request, the vehicle descrip tion generally determines the appropriate seller or sellers 

I^^l'^l In one em bodiment of the invention, the potential buyer accesses the Data 
Center system user web pages to su bmit the purchase request. The Data Center system may 
assist the buyer in formulating the p urchase request. For example, the Data Center system may 
prompt the buver to pr oyide the information necessary to create the purchase request. 

[0^181 The Data Center receives the purchase request information fi^om the buyer and 
determines an appropriate seller to rec eive the purchase request. The Data Center then p roceeds 
to create and store the appropriate p urchase request record in the database: region exclusively 
assigned to the seller. In one emb odiment the newlv created purchase request record mav be 
virtually stored in the seller's exclu sive database region bv associating or linking the purchase 
request rec ord to the appropriate seller record. 

[0019] The present invention facilitates a real time Communication of a p urchase 
request to a seller. The real time communicati<^n is accomplished bv creating the p urcha.se 
request record in the seller's exclusiv e dktabaiie' region. As aforementioned, the exclusive 
database region mav either be phvsi cailv created or virtuiallv yeated. The real time 
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communication of the purchase req uest to the seller occurs upon the ca-eation nf the purchase 
request record in its exclusive database region. The seller becomes aware of tha newlv created 
purchase request immediately upon the creation of the purchase request record 

W^'^O] In one example, a seller A mav be accessing its exclusive database region via 
a network. Concurrentiv. a potential buver mav submit a purchase request tp the Dalia Center 
The Data Center system mav determin e seller A as the seller to receive the p ur chase requ&st and 
accordingly, create a purchase request record in seller A's exclusive database region. This is 
analogous to the buyer submitting the p urchase request bv directly writing into the seller=3 s 
exclusive database region, hnmedi a telv upon the purchase request record's creation, seller A 
becomes aware of the newlv created p urchase request because the seller has direct access to its 
exclusive database region. In one em b odiment Seller A's computer screen mav be immediatftlY 
refreshed to reflect the newlv created p u rchase req ues t hi anotiier embodiment Seller A mav he 
notified via communication mechanis m s such as e-mail, page, telephone message, or the like, 

10021] Thus, m contrast to co nventional systems, the seller is made aware of a new 
purchase request without significant p rocessing delay. Moreover, the seller mav efSdentiv and 
advantageo usly act upon the purchase request in real time. 

10022] The present invention a lso facilitates real time p urchase request management 
by a seller. The Data Center system provides tiie seller at least a second HTML page with which 
to directiy access its exclusive database region. The direct and immediate access enables the 
seller to be immediately notified of newly created purchase requests along with any other seller 
information stored in its exclusive database- region. The immediate notification and direct 
database access enables the seller to efficienfly manage its purchase requests. 

[0023] A seller is able to immediately determine a purchase request priority upon 
viewing tiie purchase request record. For example, the seller can display the purchase request 
record contents and determine the purchase request's priority. The purchase request priority 
enables the seller to eflficientiy act upon the purchase request in a timely manner. 

[0024] . AlsOj for any purchase request, the seller may associate a purchase request 
task such as, by way of example, niaking tiie initial buyer contact, and calling tiie potential buyer 
to provide a haggle-free price quote, to a purchase request.and assign the task to a user associated 
with thepUer. Thus, tiie indention advantageously provides for the assignmeht of separate tasks 
to individuals most capable of efficiently acting on tiie purchase request . 
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[0025] The Data Center system initially assigns a status of "new" to each submitted 
purchase request. The seller may subsequently change the status by assigning a different status 
such as, by way of example, "quoted", "pending", and "sold", to the purchase request. This 
enables the seller to efficiently manage its purchase requests by appropriately determining what 
action to take based on the purchase request status. 

[0026] Thus, in contrast to conventional systems, the seller is able to efficiently 
manage its purchase requests by assigning tasks to capable salespersons. Moreover, the seller 
may efficiently arid advantageously act upon the purchase request based upon the current 
purchase request status. This increases customer satisfaction and the likelihood of 
consummating a vehicle sale. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 
[0027] These and other aspects, advantages, and novel features of the invention will 
become apparent upon reading the following detailed description and upon reference to 
accompanying drawings in which: 

[0028] Figure 1 is a system block diagram illustrating an embodiment of the overall 
network architecture of the invention; 

[0029] Figure 2 is a representation of one embodiment of an exclusive dealer regions 
record of the invention; 

[0030] Figure 3 is a representation of one embodiment of a dealer record of the 
invention; 

[0031] Figure 4 is a representation of one embodiment of a new vehicle record of the 
invention; 

[0032] Figure 5 is a representation of one embodiment of a used vehicle record of the 
invention; 

[0033] Figure 6 is a high level block diagram illustrating one embodiment of a Data 
Center server system architecture of the invention; 

[0034] Figure 7 is a representation of one embodiment of a new vehicle purchase 
request record of the invention; 

[0035] Figure 8 is a representatic«i of one enibodiment of a used vehicle purchase 
request record of the invention; 
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[0036] Figure 9 is a block diagram illustrating one embodiment of a communication 
between a buyer, a seller, and components of a Data Center system; 

[0037] Figure 10 is a flow chart illustrating a real time new vehicle purchase request 
submission and delivery process in accordance with one embodiment of the invention; 

[0038] Figure 1 1 is a flow chart illustrating a real time used vehicle purchase request 
submission and delivery process in accordance with one embodiment of the invention; 

[0039] Figure 12 is a representation of one embodiment of a dealer record showing 
the contents of the record fields; 

[0040] Figure 13 is a representation of one embodiment of a dealer record showing 
certain of the fields implemented as pointers; 

[0041] Figure 14 is a representation of one embodiment of a web page containing a 
hypertext link; 

[0042] Figure 1 5 is a representation of another embodiment of a web page containing 
a hypertext link; 

[0043] Figure 16 is a representation of one embodiment of a web page suitable for 
use in the new vehicle purchase request creation and submission process; 

[0044] Figure 1 7 is a representation of one embodiment of an HTML page illustrating 
a scrollable list of purchase requests implemented as links; 

[0045] Figure 18 is a high level block diagram illustrating one embodiment of the 
selected components contained in the dealer access module; 

[0046] Figure 19 is a representation of one embodiment of an HTML page of the 
home module; 

[0047] Figure 20 is a representation of one embodiment of a first HTML page of the 
manage customers module; 

[0048] Figure 21 is a flow chart illustrating a real time setting of a purchase request 
status in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention; 

[0049] Figure 22 is a representation of one embodiment of an HTML page illustrating 
a purchase request hsting; ' 

[0050] Figure 23 is a representation ofone embodiment of an HTML page illustrating 
a 0ead deal reason pull-down menu; ' ] ; 
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(0051] Figure 24 is a representation of one embodiment of an HTML page illustrating 
an updated scrollable detail display and an updated purchase request list; 

[0052] Figure 25 is a representation of one embodiment of a buyer web page used to 
specify a purchase request priority; 

[0053] Figure 26 is a representation of another embodiment of an HTML page 
illustrating a purchase request listing; 

[0054] Figure 27 is a flow chart illustrating a real time associating of a purchase 
request task in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention 

[0055] Figure 28 is a representation of one embodiment of a user record of the 
invention; and 

[0056] Figure 29 is a representation of one embodiment of an HTML page illustrating 
the appointments and tasks assigned to a user. 

Detailed Description 

{0057] In one embodiment of the invention, a computerized purchase request 
management communication system is provided which facilitates a real time, ofSoient 
managemen t cotnmunication of a_purchase r e qu e sts by a r equest to a system determined seller. 
The system includes a plurality of HTML pages accessible over a network. A potential buyer 
accesses a first HTML web page over a network such as the World Wide Web (www) using a 
standard web browser. A participating seller accesses a second HTML page over a network 
advantageously utilizing a standard web browser and by providing a URL to identify the system. 
The system further comprises a web server and other program modules which enable to both the 
buyer and the flcUcr direct and mmiediate access into a system database. As used herein, 
"immediately" is understood to mean occurring without loss or interval of time other than the 
nominal delay necessarily caused by computing components such as microprocessors, memory 
devices, software and firmware program execution times, and the like. 

[0058] A participating seller is a seller of goods which has entered into an agreement 
to participate in the computerized purchase request managemtot system of the invention. The 
seller is identified by a xmique seller record stored in the system database. The seller is further 
assigned an exclusive database region in the system database. - .The seller directly accesses its 
exclusive database region over the network utilizing the*system -s HTML pages. ' 
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[0059] The potential buyer uses the system's HTML web pages to formulate and 
submit a purchase request into the system. The just created purchase request is communicated to 
an appropriate participating seller upon the system storing a purchase request record into the 
seller's exclusive database region. Dctoilo on formulating and submitting a purchoao rcquoat, 
identifying a soUor, and communicating the purchase request to th e s e ller ore includ e d in the 
commonly owned U.S. patent application entitled REAL TIME COMMUNICATION OF 
PURCHASE REQUESTS filed on oven date herewith having Attomoy Docket >Jo, AUTOB.040A 
and which is hereby incorporated by referenc e heroin in its entirety. 

[00601 The participating seller is initially assigned a group account in the Data Center 
system. The seller is given a unique login identification and a password to access the group 
account. A person associated with the seller logs onto the system utilizing one of the plurality of 
HTML pages comprising the system and providing the login identification and password. 
Initially, there are no users set up in the group account. Thus, the person may advantageously 
establish one or a plurality of users for the group account. Each user created within the seller 
group is associated with a user profile which filters the information contained in the exclusive 
database region to be efiBcientiy displayed to the user. 

[0061] All iisers in a seller group use the same login identification and password to 
initially log on to the Data Center system. Having logged on, a user identifies himself or herself 
to the system by selecting his or her user identification fi-om a displayed list. Details on logging 
into the system, establishing user profiles, and selecting a user are included in the commonly 
owned U.S. patent application entitied A SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR SELECTIVELY 
RETRIEVING INFORMATION ITEMS . Application No. 09/23 L52L which wa.^ filed on even 
date hcrowitii having Attomoy Docket AUTOD.OSOA J anuarv 14, 1999. is abandoned, and 
which is hereby incorporated by reference herein in its entirety. 

[0062] Having successfijUy logged onto the system, the user is able to access the 
information stored in its exclusive database region. The plurality of HTML pages comprising 
the system provide direct and immediate access into the exclusive database region. The direct 
and iiiimedi^t^ access enables the user to be inmiediately notified of newly created purchase 
requests along with' any otiier seller information stored in its exclusive database region. The 
immediate notification and direct database access enables the user to efficientiy manage its 
purchase requests. t ' ^ ^ 
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(0063] A user is able to immediately determine a purchase request priority upon 
viewing the purchase request record. The priority is specified by the buyer and stored as part of 
the purchase request record. The purchase request priority enables the user to efficiently act 
upon the purchase request in a timely manner. For example, the user may advantageously 
consider the purchase request priority in assigning tasks associated with the purchase request. 
Also, the user may efficiently allocate resources based upon the purchase request priority by 
allocating more resources to higher priority purchase requests. 

[0064] For any purchase request, the user may assign specific tasks such as, by way 
of example, making the initial buyer contact, and calling the potential buyer to provide a haggle- 
free price quote, to any of the users in the seller group. These tasks may be stored as part of the 
pwchase request record. A summary of each assigned task is displayed along with the purchase 
request. Furthermore, an HTML page may advantageously inform a user of its assigned tasks. 
Thus, the inv«ition advantageously provides for the assignment of separate tasks to individuals 
most capable of efficiently acting on the purchase request. 

[0065] The invention initially assigns a status of "new" to each submitted purchase 
request Users may change the status by assigning a status such as, by way of example, "could not 
contact", and "quoted", to the purchase request. For example, the usct could change tfie status 
based upon factors such as the buyer informing the user of his or her intent not to make a purchase, 
the user having made a price quote, and the like. The purchase request status may be stored as part 
of the purchase request record and displayed along v^ith the purchase request. Thua, the uacr may 
The system oreates exclusive sale s regions based on geographic zip code and product typ e. Racb 
participating seller is then assigned one or a plurality of exclusive sales regions depending on the 
agreement entered into bv the seller . As an example, a seller X mav be assigned the exclusive 
sales region encompassing the zip co de 12345 for product A. Then, all p urc hase requests for 
product A identified as originating i n zip code 12345 will be communicated to seller X. Tn an 
alternative embodiment, one or a pluralitv of sellers mav be assigned to a single sales reg ion. 
Thus, a purchase reque st mav be sent to the pluralitv of sellers. 

• 1^066] A potential buver utiliz es the pluralitv of buver web pages comprising the 
gystem to create a purchase request. The svstem determines an appropriate seller to receive a 
purchase request based upon certain information .supplied bv the buver. Having determineH an 
appropriate seller, the svstem imme diately .stores the purchase request in the approp riate seller's 
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exclusive database region. It is as i f the potential buver directly created the purchase request in 
the seller's exclusive database region. 

[0067] The particip ating seller utilizes the pluralitv of HTML p apa s comprising the 
system to directlv access the sell er's exclusive database region. The svstem facilitates direct. 
concurrent access of the exclu.siv e database region through both the buyer web pages and the 
seller HTML pages. As an exam ple, the svstem mav store the purchase request into a seller's 
exclusive database region immed iately upon the creation and submission of the purchase request 
irrespective of whether the seller is concurrently accessing its exclu.siye database region. If the 
seller is accessing its exclusive database region, the seller is immediately made aware of the 
newly created purchase request. If the seller is not currently accessing the svstem. bv 
immediately storing the iust created purchase request in the seller's exclusive database region. 
and because the seller mav direct lv access its database region, the sy stem comm unicated the 
purchase request in real time. 

[0068] Even thou gh the invention is suitable for conmiunicating a purchase request 
for any product, the invention will be further disclosed in the context of communicating a 
purchase request for a vehicle in a vehicle sales environment. Throughout the drawing s- 
components which correspond to components shown in previous figures are indicated using the 
same reference numbers. 

1*069] In one emb odiment of the invention, a Data Center svstem facilitates the sales 
process bv informing a vehicle dealer, in real-time, of a potential buver. The Data Center svstem 
utihzes a database to- store dealer information, buver information, and program logic, for 
example, to associat e the potential buver to a specific dealer. Additionally, the Data Center 
system may efficiently manage its purchase requests by appropriately determining what action to 
take based on the pwchase request status. 

[0070] Even though the invention is suitable for managing a purchase request for any 
product, the invention will be fiirther disclosed in the context of managing a purchase request for a 
vehicle in a vehicle sales environment. Throughout the drawings, components which correspond to 
components shown in previous figures are indicated using the; same reference huihbers. 

[0071] one embodiment ofae invention, a Data Center system utilizes a database to 
storq dealer infornaation, buyer information, and program logic, for examplCj to associate titie 
potential buyer to a specific deirier. Additionally, the Data Center system may advantageously 
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include program logic facilitating access between the Data Center system and sources external to 
the Data Center system over a computer network, 

[0072] Computer networks suitable for use with the present invention include local 
area networks (LAN), wide area networks (WAN), hitemet, or other connection services and 
network variations such as the world wide web, the pubUc internet, a private internet, a private 
computer network, a secure internet, a private network, a public network, a value-added network, 
and the like. The computers connected to the network may be any microprocessor controlled 
device that permits access to the network, including terminal devices, such as personal 
computers, workstations, servers, mini computers, main-frame computers, laptop computers, 
mobile computers, palm top computers, hand held computers, set top box for a TV, or a 
combination thereof The computers may further possess input devices such as a keyboard or a 
mouse, and output devices such as a computer screen or a speaker. The computer network may 
include one or more LANs, WANs, Internets, and computers. The computers may serve as 
servers, cUents, or a combination thereof 

[0073] One network architecture which may be used with one embodiment of the 
invention is indicated generally by a system 10 in Figure 1. The system 10 may include a 
network 102, which represents a computer network as previously described, providing access to 
and from the Data Center system. 

[0074] In one embodiment of the invention, the Data Center programs and Data 
Center databases comprising the Data Center system preferably reside on one or more Data 
Center servers 104 and one or more Data Center storage mediums 106. The Data Center servers 
104 and Data Center storage mediums 106 may be interconnected by a LAN 108 and a gateway 
1 10 to the network 102. The gateway 1 10 facilitates access to the Data Center system from the 
network 102. 

[0075] One example of the LAN 108 may be a corporate computing network, 
including possible access to the hitemet, to which computers and computing devices comprising 
the Pata Center system are connected, hi one embodiment, the LAN .108; conforms to the 
Transmission Control Protocol/hitemet Protocol (TCP/IP) industry standard, hi alternative 
embodiments, the LAN 108 may conform to other network standiards, including, but not limited 
to, thifc International Standards Organization's Open Systems rhiterconnection, IBM's SNA®, 
NovelPs Netware®, and Banyon VINES®. . ' ' 
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[0076] Those of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that the Data Center programs, 
the Data Center databases, and gateway functionality may advantageously be implemented on 
one or more computers. These computers may be uniprocessor or multiprocessor machines. 
Additionally, these computers include an addressable storage medium such as random access 
memory and may further include a non-volatile storage medium such as a magnetic or an optical 
disk. 

[0077] In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, the Data Center server 
104 is connected to the Internet and utilizes at least a first user web page remotely accessible by 
a potential buyer. This user web page permits the potential buyer to enter the necessary buyer 
and product information into the Data Center system. In another embodiment, the Data Center 
server 104 utilizes a second HTML page accessible by an authorized dealer. The authorized 
dealer utilizes this web page to access the Data Center system and features as further detailed 
herein. Those of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that a single web page may be used to 
provide both remote buyer and dealer access to the Data Center system. Further, access for a 
remote buyer could be through an entirely different network than fliat used for access by the 
dealer. 

[0078] In one embodiment, the Data Center storage medium 106 may be configured 
as a database fi-om which information can be both stored, updated, and retrieved. For example, 
the database may conform to the SQL standard. In an alternative embodiment, the database may 
conform to any database standard, or may even conform to a non-standard, private specification. 
The Data Center programs may provide access to the information stored on the Data Center 
storage medium 106. The Data Center storage medium 106 may be accessed by devices such as 
clients, servers, workstations, personal computers, and the like, connected to the network 102 or 
the LAN 108. 

[0079] In one embodiment, tfie Data Center storage medium 1 06 comprises exclusive 
database regions. The Data Center assigns each participating dealer an exclusive database 
region. In another embodiment, the exclusive datajiase regions may be created by segmenting 
the storage media into distinct ^eas, with each area assigned to a dealer. These areas or regions 
could be dynamically allocated by the computer depending on the amount of data to be stored as 
the data is entered. In another embodiment, the collection of information associated witfe a 
dealCT advantageously cdmpriistes the excliSive database region for the dealer. The exclusive 
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database region may only be accessed by the assigned dealer and the Data Center system 
programs. 

[0080] In another embodiment, the Data Center programs may transfer the 
information stored on the Data Center storage medium 106 to sources external to the Data Center 
system. For example, vehicle inventory information may advantageously be transferred to other 
third-party computers connected to the network 102. A potential buyer can then access the third- 
party computer to ^ne^v vehicle data. In yet another embodiment, the potential buyer may also 
submit a vehicle purchase request from the tiiird-party computer. 

[0081] Various other devices may be connected to the LAN 108. For example, a 
workstation 112 and a personal computer 114 may be connected to the LAN 108 to provide 
access to the Data Center programs and Data Center databases. In one embodiment, a printer 
1 1 7 may also be connected to the LAN 1 08 providing local and remote printing capabilities. 

[0082] The network 102 may connect devices, such as a user computer 1 16 or a user 
laptop 1 1 8, for example, by use of a modem or by use of a network interface card. As illustrated, 
potential buyers, may utilize such devices to remotely access the Data Center system via the 
network 102. The device used to provide access to the Data Center server may be referred to 
herein as a buyer terminal. This term is intended to include any device useful for providing 
access to the Data Center. The Data Center stores the purchase request directly into a dealer's 
database region. 

[0083] A plurality of dealer computers 120 may also be connected to the network 1 02 
through a modem or other network connection device. A vehicle dealer may advantageously use 
the dealer computer 120 to remotely access the Data Center system. The device used to provide 
access to the Data Center server may be referred to herein as a dealer terminal. This term is 
intended to include any device useful for providing access to the Data Center. The dealer obtains 
entry into the Data Center by logging in through the second HTML page of the Data Center 
server 104. Upon logging in, the dealer attains direct access to its exclusive database region and 
the contents thereof Moreover, because a purchase request is' directly stored in a dealer's 
database region, the dealer is immediately made aware of any newly created purchase request. ' 

[Q084] ^ Although particular computer systems and networic cotaponents are shown, 
those of ordinal^ skill in the art will ^appfeciate: that the present invention also works with a 
variety ofe.ther networks and components. * t 



-14- 



[0085] In one embodiment, for new vehicle sales, each zip code is an exclusive 
territory for a given make of vehicle. Thus, a particular dealer is advantageously assigned an 
exclusive sales region based upon a vehicle make and a zip code. If a new vehicle purchase 
request is submitted, for example, for a vehicle make A in zip code 99999, then the dealer 
assigned to zip code 99999 for the vehicle make A will be notified of the new vehicle purchase 
request. In one embodiment, a particular dealer may be assigned multiple vehicle makes as well 
as multiple zip codes. In another embodiment, sales regions need not be based upon zip codes. 
Other factors such as, by way of example, telephone area codes, cities, and counties, may 
advantageously provide the basis for determining sales regions. 

[0086] In an alternative embodiment, one or a plurality of dealers may be assigned to 
a single sales region. Here, if a new vehicle purchase request is submitted, for example, for a 
vehicle make B in a zip code 88888, then the plurality of dealers assigned to zip code 88888 for 
vehicle make B will all be notified of the new vehicle purchase request. 

[00871 Foir used vehicles, the territories are advantageously not exclusive. The dealer 
and buyer may separately specify a search radius. For example, each dealer may specify a search 
radius indicating that the dealer's used vehicles are to be offered for sale to potential 
bayCT^buyers within the specified geographic radius from the dealer location. This could be 
done, for example, by utilizing zip codes to represent the area from which the dealer would 
accept buyers. Similarly, the buyer may specify a search radius indicating the desire to purchase 
a used vehicle from a dealer within the specified geographic radius from the buyer location. 
Thus, both the buyer's and the dealer's search radius must overlap before a potential vehicle 
match is considered. 

[0088] The dealer and the buyer may simply specify large geographic regions, such 
as states, counties, or zip codes, and only those dealers and buyers within the geographic region 
specified by both are considered to determine a potential vehicle match. Thus, if a dealer 
specifies New York and New Jersey as its sales region and a buyer accesses the Data Center 
from Pennsylvania, then the dealer's used vehicles would not be considered for a potential sale. 
Likewise, if a buyer specifies an intent to purchase from New York, a Texas dealer will not be 
considered. 

[0089] Figure 2 illiistrates an example of a record of exclusive dealer regions suitable 
for use with one ethbodiment of the invention. Advantageously, the record of exclusive dealer 
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regions may be implemented as a matrix. The matrix may be stored in the Data Center Storage 
medium 106. Along the horizontal axis may be listed all the regions according to zip codes. 
Along the vertical axis may be listed all the available vehicle makes. Each matrix cell 202 may 
contain a dealer identification number uniquely identifying a dealer. In this manner, each region, 
and each vehicle make for that region, may be assigned to a unique dealer. In an alternative 
embodiment, each matrix cell 202 may contain one or a plurality of dealer identification 
numbers. 

[0090] Figure 3 illustrates an example of a dealer record according to one 
embodiment of the invention. Each dealer eligible to sell through the Data Center system is 
assigned a dealer record. The dealer record may be stored in the dealer's exclusive database 
region in the Data Center storage medium 106. By way of example, six fields are illustrated 
comprising the dealer identification number 302, dealer information 304, access list 306, product 
list 308, new vehicle purchase requests 310, and used vehicle purchase requests 312. One of 
ordinary skill in the art will realize fliat any number of the fields may be broken down into 
additional sub-fields and that additional fields could be added. 

[0091] In one embodiment, the dealer information 302 may be comprised of 
additional fields such as, for example, a dealer name, dealer address, dealer group, and the like. 
Figure 12 generally illustrates an example of a dealer record showing the contents of the record 
fields suitable for use with one embodiment of the invention. Furthermore, any of the dealer 
record fields may be implemented as pointers to other fields or other data records. For example, 
the-product list may point to a list of new vehicle model records indicating the new vehicle 
models offered for sale by the dealer. Figure 13 generally illustrates an example of a dealer 
record depicting certain of the fields implemented as pointers. 

[0092] In one embodiment, each new vehicle model record may in turn point to a list 
of aftermarket product records. The aftermarket product records identify additional products 
offered for sale, by the dealer, for the specific new vehicle model. The aftermarket product 
record may be comprised of ttie name of an aftermarket product, a retail price for the product, a , 
di:scounted price for the product, and possibly a photo showing the product. ' 

^ .■■ [0093] In yet another embodiment, each new vehicle model record may fiirther point i 
to a vehicle model specifics record and a vehicle model accessories record,. The Vehicle model 
specifics record may identify the vehicle model specifics, such as available-, transmission type, 
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available number of doors, and the like. The vehicle model accessories record may identify the 
accessories such as leather seats, power windows, and the like, available for the vehicle model 
hi an alternative embodiment, the vehicle model specifics record contents and the vehicle model 
accessories record contents may be appropriately displayed in a web page. The buyer may then 
specify the desired vehicle specifics and the desired vehicle accessories. 

[00941 In one embodiment, a new vehicle database may be comprised of a list of new 
vehicle records which may be stored in the Data Center storage medium 106. Each new vehicle 
model available for purchase through the Data Center system is associated with a new vehicle 
record. Figure 4 illustrates a new vehicle record suitable for use with the invention. Seven fields 
are illustrated comprising a vehicle make 402, vehicle model 404, vehicle year 406, vehicle type 
408, vehicle estimated price 410, vehicle features 412, and vehicle photo 414. It should be 
understood that appropriate fields may be added and a field may contain additional sub-fields. 
For example, the vehicle features field 412 may advantageously be comprised of a standard 
features field and an optional features field. In one embodiment, the vehicle type field 408 may 
specify whether the vehicle is a passenger car, a luxury car, a sports car, or the like. 

[0095] In another embodiment, the new vehicle record fields may be implemented as 
pointers to other fields or other records. For example, the vehicle photo field 414 may be 
implemented as a pointer pointing to a representative photo of the new vehicle. Thus, the 
representative photo may advantageously be stored in a different region in the Data Center 
storage medium 106. In yet another embodiment, the vehicle year field 406 may be 
implemented as a pointer pointing to one or a plurality of records, each record containing, for 
example, a year field, a type field, an estimated price field, a features field, a photo field, and the 
like. 

[0096] A used vehicle record identifies a used vehicle, and is created for each used 
vehicle offered for sale through the Data Center system. The collection of used vehicle records 
comprise a used vehicle inventory. The used vehicle records may be stored in the Data Center 
storage medium 106. For example, tiie used vehicle inventory may be comprised of a linked Hst 
of used vehicle records. 

[0097] Figure 5 illusti-ates an example of a used vehicle record suitable for use with 
one embodiment of the invention. Six fields are illustrated comprising the dealer identification 
number 302, a dealer stock number 502, vehicle make 504, vehicle model 506, vehicle 
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infonnation 508, and vehicle photo 510. One of ordinary skill in the art will realize that 
appropriate fields may be added and any nimiber of the fields may be broken down into 
additional sub-fields. Furthermore, any of die fields may be implemented as pointers to other 
fields or other data records. For example, the vehicle photo field 510 may advantageously point 
to an image of the vehicle stored elsewhere in the Data Center database. 

[0098] Figure 6 illustrates in more detail selected components of the Data Center 
server 104 of Figure 1 suitable to implement one embodiment of the present invention. The Data 
Center server 104 includes a buyer access module 602 comiected along a virtual communications 
path 606 to a process purchase request module 604. Also connected to the virtual 
communications path 606 is a database access module 608, a buyer-dealer association module 
610, a dealer access module 612, and a network access module 614. 

10099] The buyer access module 602 provides a buyer an interface into the Data 
Ceuter system. In one embodiment, a purchase request entry system comprises the buyer access 
module 602 and may facilitate a data entiy enviromnent for a buyer to enter a purchase request 
for a requested vehicle into the Data Center system. The buyer access module 602 may be 
comprised of a generate new vehicle purchase request module 616 and a generate used vehicle 
purchase request module 618. The generate new vehicle purchase request module 616 and the 
generate used vehicle purchase request module 618 may advantageously be implemented as a 
plurality of web pages. 

10100] In one embodiment, the web pages may advantageously be implemented in 
hypertext or hypermedia. Thus, the web pages may contain one or a plurality of selectable items 
or links. The links may provide access to other web pages contained in the Data Center system. 
The plurality of linked web pages guides the user in entering the necessary data to create and 
submit either a new vehicle purchase request or a used vehicle purchase request, hi one 
example, Figure 14 generally iUusti-ates an example of a used vehicle search request for an Acura 
3.5RL. Clicking on a hypertext link 1402 using a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like, 
may advantageously display another web page as generally illustrated by Figure 15. Generally 
depicted at 1502 is the contents of the web page pointed to by the hypertext link 1402. 

[0101] hi another embodiment, the links may provide access to any location in the 
World Wide Web. For example, a link may exist to third-party web sites which advantageously 
provide additional product infonnation. 
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(0102] The generate new vehicle purchase request module 616 facilitates a new 
vehicle purchase request creation and submission process! A potential buyer remotely utilizes 
over a network, such as the World Wide Web, at least a first web page in the generate new 
vehicle purchase request module 616 and provides infomiation from which the process purchase 
request module 604 creates a new vehicle purchase request. Likewise, the generate used vehicle 
purchase request module 618 faciUtates a used vehicle purchase request creation and submission 
process through its web pages. There may be a one-to-one correlation between a purchase 
request and a purchase request record. 

[0103J In one embodiment, a processing system comprises the process purchase 
request module 604 and may facilitate the creation of a purchase request record. ' The process 
purchase request module 604 may create either a new vehicle purchase request record or a used 
vehicle purchase request record. The new vehicle purchase request record may be created from 
the information supplied through the plurality of web pages utilized during the new vehicle 
purchase request creation and submission process. In one embodiment, the buyer infomiation 
gathered through the plurality of web pages comprising the generate new purchase request 
module 616 is input to the process purchase request module 604. The process purchase request 
module 604 creates a new vehicle purchase request record from this information. The used 
vehicle purchase request record may likewise be created from the infomation supplied through 
the pluraUty of web pages utilized during the used vehicle purchase request creation and 
submission process. In another embodiment, die purchase request information may also be 
obtained from web pages external to the Data Center system. 

[0104] As one example. Figure 16 generally illustrates one web page which may be 
used in the new vehicle purchase request creation and submission process. The buyer 
information specified in the desired vehicle model 1602 may advantageously be input to an 
appropriate vehicle model field 710 in an new vehicle purchase request record illustrated in 
Figure 7. The new vehicle purchase request record will be further discussed below. 

[0105] Figure 7 illustrates a set of information fields comprising a new vehicle 
purchase request record according to one embodiment of the invention. Fifteen fields are 
illusfrated comprising new vehicle purchase request identification number 702, submit time 
stamp 704, dealer identification number 706, vehicle make 708, vehicle model 710, vehicle 
model year 712, purchase time frame 714, vehicle specifics 716, requested accessories 718, 
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requested aftemarket products 720, buyer infoimation 722, privacy 724, payment information 
726, priority 728, and status 730. It should be understood that some of these fields include 
several sub-fields. Thus, for example, the buyer information field may include sub-fields for 
name, address, zip code, e-mail address, phone numbers, and contact preference. The new 
vehicle purchase request record may advantageously be stored in the Data Center storage 
medium 106. 

[0106] In one embodiment, the information fields may be implemented as pointers to 
other fields or other records containing the information. For example, the buyer infoimation may 
be implemented as a pointer. The pointer may point to a record comprised of, for example, the 
name, address, zip code, e-mail address, phone numbers, and contact preference. Those of 
ordinary skill in the art will realize that any combination of the infomiation fields may be 
implemented as pointers. 

[0107] In another embodiment, certain information fields may be implemented as 
encoded fields. For example, the requested accessories field may be implemented as a binary 
encoded field. Each bit position may coincide witii a vehicle accessory such as an AM/FM 
radio, power windows, tilt wheel, overhead console, and the like. For example, a "1" in the first 
bit position may indicate the selection of an AM/FM Radio accessory. 

[0108] Figure 8 illusti-ates a used vehicle purchase request record suitable for use 
with one embodiment of the invention. Thirteen fields are illustrated comprising used vehicle 
purchase request identification number 802, submit time stamp 804, dealer identification number 
806, dealer stock number 808. vehicle make 810, vehicle model 812, vehicle model year 814, 
purchase time frame 816, buyer information 818, payment information 820, priority 822, privacy 
824, and status 826. One of ordinary skill in the art will realize that any number of tiie fields 
may be broken down into additional sub-fields. Furthermore, similar to the new vehicle 
purchase request record, any of the fields may be implemented as pointers, encoded fields, and 
the like. The used vehicle purchase request record may advantageously be stored in the Data 
Center storage medium 106. 

[0109] hi one embodiment, tiie process purchase request module 604 (Figure 6) may 
associate the information entered by the buyer through either tiie generate new vehicle purchase 
request module 616 or the generate used vehicle purchase request module 618 with their 
appropriate fields in the respective purchase request record. The process purchase request 
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module 604 may utilize the database access module 608 in storing the purchase request record in 
the Data Center storage medium 106 (Figure 1). The database access module 608 will be further 
discussed below, 

[0110] In one embodiment, the purchase request record may be completed before 
being stored in the Data Center storage medium 106. hi another embodiment, the purchase 
request record fields may be stored in the Data Center storage medium 106 as the appropriate 
information is provided by the buyer. 

[0111] In another embodiment of the invention, certain fields comprising the 
purchase request record may be determined by modules other than the process purchase request 
module 604 (Figure 6). For example, the process purchase request module 604 may request the 
buyer-dealer association module 610 to identify an appropriate dealer to receive the purchase 
request. Accordingly, the process purchase request module 604 may advantageously pass certain 
purchase request information to the buyer-dealer association module 610 via the virtual 
communications path 606. 

[0112] In one example, for a new vehicle purchase request, the buyer-dealer 
association module 610 may utilize the exclusive dealer regions record to determine a dealer 
identification number for the purchase request record. In one embodiment, as previously stated, 
die vehicle make and the buyer zip code may be used to determine the appropriate dealer to 
receive the new vehicle purchase request. The virtual communications path 606 and the buyer- 
dealer association module 610 will be fiarther discussed below, hi another embodiment, the 
dealer identification number may be passed to the process purchase request module 604 for 
inclusion int9 the dealer identification number field in the new vehicle purchase request record. 

[0113] In an alternative embodiment, the exclusive dealer regions record may 
identify one or a plurality of dealer identification numbers. The buyer-dealer association module 
610 may then create the necessary number of purchase request records, one for each of the 
plurality of dealer identification numbers. The dealer identification numbers may be passed to 
the process purchase request module 610, which may then create tiie necessary number of 
purchase request records. Thus, one or a plurality of dealers may be identified to receive a 
purchase request. 

[0114] In one embodiment, the buyer-dealer association module 610 may 
advantageously determine a dealw of a used vehicle. For example, given the vehicle make, the 
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vehicle model, and the vehicle information, the buyer-dealer association module 610 may search 
the used vehicle inventory to locate a vehicle matching the buyer's requirements. The used 
vehicle records in the used vehicle inventory may be searched to determine, for example, the 
dealer identification number and the dealer stock number for inclusion into the used vehicle 
purchase request record. 

[0115] In another embodiment, the used vehicle record may also include a unique 
identification number. The identification number may be created by the Data Center system to 
identify each vehicle in the Data Center system. This identification number may advantageously 
be indq)endent of the dealer stock number. This is because the stock number used by one dealer 
for one vehicle may be identical or very similar to a stock number selected by another dealer for 
another vehicle. In one embodiment, a record may associate the unique identification number to 
a dealer offering the vehicle for sale. The buyer-dealer association module 610 may detennine 
the necessary information to identify the dealer, as well as the vehicle, from the identification 
number. 

[0116] In yet another embodiment, the dealer identification number and the dealer 
stock number may be included into the used vehicle purchase request record by the process 
purchase request module 604. For example, the dealer identification number and the dealer stock 
number may be accessed by the process purchase request module 604 at the time the buyer 
requests the vehicle, or soon thereafter. The process purchase request module 604 may at that 
time, or soon thereafter, search the used vehicle records stored in the Data Center storage 
medium 106 to obtain the necessary vehicle information. 

[0117] In an alternative embodiment, the buyer may specify one or a plurality of 
dealers to receive the purchase request. For example, the buyer may simply specify one or a 
plurality of dealers to receive the purchase request. In another embodiment, the buyer may 
specify a geographic region and a vehicle description. The Data Center system may then identify 
the dealers offering for sale vehicles potentialfy matching the specified vehicle description in the 
specified geographic region. Then, every identified dealer may receive the purchase request. 

[0118] According to one embodiment of the present invention, the process purchase 
request module 604 may further associate the purchase request record with the appropriate dealer 
record. For example, a new vehicle purchase request record may, upon creation, or soon 
thereafter, be logicalfy comiected to the dealer record new vehicle purchaseVe^uests field 310. 



-22- 



B a 

The logical connection may be in the fonn of, for example, a direct entry of the new vehicle 
purchase request record into the new vehicle purchase requests field, or an entry into a list of 
new vehicle purchase request records pointed to by the new vehicle purchase requests field. The 
same association may be made between a used vehicle purchase request record and the dealer 
record used vehicle purchase requests field 312. 

[0119J Figure 9 is a block diagram illustrating one embodiment of a communication 
between a buyer 902, a dealer 904, and components of the Data Center system. More 
particularly,, a communication between the buyer 902, the dealer 904, a Data Center server 104, 
and a Data Center storage medium 106 is illustrated. The buyer 902 may access the Data Cent«^ 
server 104, through the network 102 and the gateway 110, to create and submit a purchase 
request in the Data Center system. The Data Center s^er 104 creates and stores the purchase 
request, as a purchase request record, in the Data Center storage medimn 106. The purchase 
request is stored such that the dealer 904 may identify the purchase request at the time the 
purchase request record is created, or soon after. 

[0120] hi one embodiment, the buyer 902 utilizes the components of the Data Center 
server 104 to create and store a purchase request record in the dealer's exclusive database region 
in the Data Center storage medium 106. The purchase request record is stored immediately upon 
the completion of the purchase request creation and submission process. The dealer 904 may 
access its database region to obtain a hsting of its purchase requests. Figure 17 generally 
illustrates a HTML page suitable for use in an embodiment of the invention. A scrollable list of 
purchase requests, advantageously implemented as links, is displayed generally at 1702. 
Immediately upon the creation of the purchase request record in the dealer 904 exclusive 
database region, the list of purchase requests is updated to show the just created purchase 
request. 

[0121] The dealer 904 may access the Data Center system through the network 102 
and the gateway 110. The dealer 904 remotely accesses the Data Center system over the 
network 102 by providing a URL to identify the Data Center system. Dealers advantageousfy 
access the Data Center by providing a URL and preferably not over the world wide web. Thus, 
access to the Data Center system may advantageously be restricted to those who know the URL 
and is not as readily reachable by web search engines. Thus, the URL for the buyer to access the 
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system is advantageously HTTP://www.autobytel.com and the URL for the Dealer site, called 
Dealer RealTime (or DRT), may advantageously be HTTP://drt.autobytel.com. 

[0122] The dealer 904 may access its dealer record and, more particularly, its 
purchase request records, through the Data Center Server 104. hi one embodiment,' the 
appropriate dealer record field contains information from which the purchase request re^rds 
may be identified and accessed. Alternatively, the purchase request records may contain 
information identifying the dealer 904. Thus, the purchase request is delivered and 
communicated to the dealer in real time, upon the creation of the purchase request record, or 
soon after. 

[0123] hi one embodiment, a dealer may be notified of a newly created purchase 
request record upon accessing the Data Center system. In another embodiment, the dealer may 
be notified of a purchase request created while the dealer is concurrently accessing the Data 
Center system. For example, the dealer may be viewmg a screen displaying a list of purchase 
requests as illustrated in Figure 17. The appropriate field in the dealer record may be updated to 
identify the newly created purchase request while the dealer is accessing the Data Center system 
through a computer 120. Then, the screen may advantageously be refreshed to display a list 
containing the newly created purchase request immediately upon the creation of the purchase 
request record, thereby communicating to the dealer the purchase request. In yet another 
embodiment, the dealer may immediately be notified of a new purchase request via 
communication mechanisms such as e-mail, page, telephone message, or the like, which are 
triggered in response to the receipt of the purchase request in the dealer record. 

[0124] Conventional purchase request delivery systems utilize some degree of batch 
processing before a purchase request notification is generated, hi conventional systems, the 
delivery is generally by fax, phone call, or e-mail, and the notification occurs at a time 
significantly after the submission of the pm-chase request, hi contrast, this invention 
advantageously provides for a real time delivery of a purchase request to the ^propriate dealer. 
The purchase request delivery and notification occur when tiie purchase request record is created, 
or soon after. Moreover, unlike conventional notification systems, the buyer need not specify a 
recipient dealer. This contemplates, however, that the system may permit the buyer to select a 
recipient dealer or dealers. 
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[0125] The virtual communications path 606 (Figure 6) facilitates commxmication 
amongst the modules comprising the Data Center server 104 (Figure 1). The virtual 
communications path 606 may be implemented as a procedure or a function call interface. In an 
alternative embodiment, the virtual communications path 606 may be implemented as an 
interprocess communication method. For example, the modules comprising the Data Center 
server 104 may be implemented as one or a plurality of software processes. The various 
software processes may then communicate with one another by means of interprocess 
communication. Those of ordinary skill in the art will realize that the modules comprising the 
Data Center server 104 may be distributed amongst a plurality of Data Center servers 104 
utilizing well known distributed technology techniques. 

[0126] The database access module 608 provides an interface to the information 
stored on the Data Center storage medixmi 106, The database access module 608 thus enables 
the Data Center server 104 modules to be implemented independent of the Data Center storage 
medium 106 specifics. This enables the Data Center storage medium 106 specification to be 
altered without impacting the various modules, other than the data base access module 608, 
comprising the Data Center server 104. * 

[0127] In one embodiment, as previously mentioned, the Data Center storage medium 
106 may be configured as a SQL database. The database access module 608 implements the 
specifics of the SQL conunands to interact with the Data Center storage medium 106, Thus, 
other modules comprising the Data Center server 104 may be developed independent of the SQL 
specifics. For example, if the Data Center storage medium 106 is re-developed as a DB2 
database, only the database access module 608 needs to be updated. The other modules 
comprising the Data Center server 104 need not be re-developed. 

[0128] The buyer-dealer association module 610 associates a pxirchase request and an 
appropriate dealer. In one embodiment, the buyer-dealer association module 610 may receive 
purchase request information fi:om the process purchase request modxile 604 via the virtual 
communications path 606. The buyer-dealer association module 610 may then access the Data 
Center storage medium 106, utilizing the database access module 608 and the network access 
module 614, to determine the appropriate dealer for the purchase request. In one embodiment, as 
previoijsly stated, the buyer-dealer association module 610 may advantageously determine an 
appropriate dealer to receive the purchase request fi"om the vehicle make and the buyer jip code. 
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10129] Figure 10 is a flow chart generally illustrating a real time new vehicle 
purchase request submission and communication process according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. In particular, at a step 1002, the new vehicle purchase request information is 
submitted by the buyer. The buyer may utilize the generate new vehicle purchase request 
module 614 to submit the information pertaining to the new vehicle purchase request. In one 
embodiment, the buyer information may be passed to the process purchase request module 604 
as the buyer information is entered through each web page, or soon thereafter. In another 
embodiment, the buyer-dealer association module 610 determines the appropriate dealer from the 
record of exclusive dealer regions once the buyer enters a requested vehicle model and a buyer 
zip code, or soon thereafter. 

[0130] Once the buyer information is entered, the Data Center system moves to a step 
1004 wherein a check is performed to determine if the buyer has previously submitted a new 
vehicle purchase request within the previous 48 hours. In one embodiment, a list of new vehicle 
purchase request records may be searched to determine if the buyer has previously submitted a 
new vehicle purchase request. In another embodiment, the list of new vehicle purchase request 
records may be sorted based on the submit time stamp. Thus, only the new vehicle purchase 
request records submitted within 48 hours need to be searched. In yet another embodiment, the 
list of new vehicle purchase request records may fijrther be sorted according to dealer 
identification number, thus requiring a search of even a smaller number of new vehicle purchase 
request records. 

[0131] hi one embodiment, in step 1004, a buyer address may be used as the criteria 
for determining if the buyer previously submitted a new vehicle purchase request within the past 
48 hours. If the buyer previously submitted a new vehicle purchase request, then the Data Center 
system moves to step 1006 and rejects the present new vehicle purchase request. Also, the buyer 
may be presented with an error message indicating the rejection of the newly submitted purchase 
request. 

[0132] If the buyer has not submitted a new vehicle purchase request within the prior 
48 hours, the Data Center system moves to a step 1008 wherein a new vehicle purchase request 
record is created by the process purchase request module 604 and is stored in the appropriate 
dealer's exclusive database region in the Data Center storage medium 106. hi one embodiment, 
the process purchase request module 604 may generate a unique number to identify the new 
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vehicle purchase request record. This unique number may be associated with the new vehicle 
purchase request identification number field 702 illustrated in Figure 7. The Data Center system 
then moves to step 1010 wherein a confirmation is sent to the buyer. For example, the 
confirmation may be a web page displaying the purchase request number. 

[0133] At a step 1012, the new vehicle purchase request record is added to tiie 
appropriate dealer record new vehicle purchase requests field 310. hi one embodiment, as 
generally illustrated in Figure 13, the new vehicle purchase requests field 310 may point to a list 
of new vehicle purchase request records. The current new vehicle purchase request record may 
be added to the existing list of new vehicle purchase request records. The current new vehicle 
purchase request record is immediately displayed in the list of purchase requests as generally 
illustrated at 1702 in Figure 17. hi another embodiment, the dealer record new vehicle purchase 
requests field may additionally comprise a status flag indicating the new arrival of a ae wnewer 
vehicle purchase request. 

[0134] In another embodiment, the dealer record advantageously comprises one or a 
pluraUty of beeper numbers to be called upon the delivery of a new vehicle purchase request. 
The process purchase request module 604 may result in the creation of an e-mail message 
including, for example, beeper number or numbers for the e-mail paging service to call, and 
address to an e-mail to_pager service. The e-mail message may then be submitted to the e-mail 
paging service. The e-mail paging service may then perform the paging, or dialing, fimction. As 
is well known in the art, suitable e-mail message pagmg services are available fi-om companies 
such as Pagenet, Skytel, and MCI. 

[0135] Figure 11 is a flow chart generally illustratmg a real time used vehicle 
purchase request submission and delivery process according to one embodiment of the invention, 
hi particular, at a step 1 102, the buyer may submit information generally describing a vehicle. 
To do this, tiie buyer uses the generate used vehicle purchase request module 616. In one 
embodiment, the buyer may specify mformation such as a vehicle make, a vehicle model, and the 
like. 

[0136] Once the buyer submits his or her search criteria, which generally describes 
the vehicle, tiie Data Center system moves to step 1103 and conducts a search, based on tiie 
submitted search criteria, of the used vehicle records comprising the used vehicle mventory in 
the Data Center storage medium 106. hi one embodmient, the generate used vehicle purchase 
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request module 618 may utilize the database access module 608 to perfonn the search. If the 
search is unsuccessful at step 1104, the Data Center system moves to a step 1105 wherein the 
buyer is prompted to alter the search criteria. The Data Center system then moves to step 1 102 
and functions as described above. 

[0137] In one embodiment, if it is determined in step 1104 that the search was 
successful, the Data Center system moves to step 1106 wherein the results of the search are 
displayed to the buyer. In this step, the buyer may also view a more detailed description of one 
or more vehicles found in the search. Having decided on an appropriate vehicle, the buyer may 
create a purchase request for that vehicle which is submitted to the Data Center system at a step 
1108. 

[0138] At a step 1110, the process purchase request module 604 creates a used 
vehicle purchase request record in the appropriate dealer's exclusive database region in the Data 
Center storage medium 106. In this step, the buyer-dealer association module 610 may 
determine the dealer offering the used vehicle for sale, hi one embodiment^ the process purchase 
request module 604 may generate a unique number to identify the used vehicle purchase request 
record. This unique number may be associated with the used vehicle purchase request 
identification number field 802 illustrated in Figure 8. 

[0139] In one embodunent, a confirmation is sent to the buyer at a step 11 12. For 
example, the confirmation sent may be a web page displaying the purchase request number. At a 
step 1012, the used vehicle purchase request record is stored and identified in a manner similar to 
a new vehicle purchase request record. Thus, the purchase request is communicated to the dealer 
in real time. Consequently, the dealer may appropriately act on the purchase request upon its 
submission, or shortly after. 

[0140] The network access module 614 (Figure 6) provides the modules of the Data 
Center Server 104 (Figure 1) a uniform interface to the LAN 108. In one embodiment, the 
network access module 614 may be implemented as an application program interface. The 
network access module 614 enables the Data Center server 104 modules to be implemented 
independent of the underlying network specifics. Thus, the underlying network specifics may be 
altered without impacting the various modules, other than the network access module 614, 
comprising the Data Center server 1 04. 
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[0141] The dealer access module 612 provides a dealer an interface into the Data 
Center system. In one embodiment, a dealer management system comprises the dealer access 
module 612 and may facilitate the dealer's managing its purchase requests. More particularly, a 
dealer may directly access its exclusive database region, and the information contained therein, 
by logging into the Data Center system through the dealer access module 612. hi one 
embodiment, the dealer access module 612 may be implemented as a plurality of HTML pages 
providing the dealer a mechanism to access its exclusive database region. The Data Center 
system may advantageously communicate to the dealer its purchase requests through one or a 
plurality of the HTML pages. An example of one such HTML page is illustrated in Figure 17. 
The dealer may also advantageously perform real time operations such as, purchase request 
management, inventory management, and the like, through the plurality of HTML pages. 

[01421 Figure 18 illustrates selected components of the dealer access module 612 
suitable to implement one embodiment of the invention. The dealer access module 612 may be 
comprised of a login module 1802, a home module 1804, a manage customers module 1806, and 
a manage inventory module 1808, as well as other modules. The modules may be comprised of 
one or a plurality of linked HTML pages which enable the participating dealers to interact with 
the Data Center system. The modules may further comprise one or more action response 
modules, such as, by way of example, purchase request management module, purchase request 
listing module, purchase request detail display module, status change module, associate task 
module, modify task module, and list tasks module, which enable a user to efficiently manage 
purchase requests. 

[0143] In one embodiment, each participating dealer or dealer group is provided with 
a dealer group login account which the dealer uses to access the Data Center system, hiitially, 
there are ordinarily no users set up in the dealer group login account. Associated wilh each 
dealer group login account is a unique dealer group profile record identifying certain 
characteristics of the dealer group as well as other tuneable characteristics. The dealer logs into 
the system using a login identification and a password. Upon initially logging into the Data 
Center system, the dealer creates one or more users with which to access the system. A user can 
be, for example, a dealer, sales manager, salesperson, or anyone associated with a dealer or 
dealer group, and who may properly access the exclusive database region and the information 
contained therein. 
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[0144] A user profile record substantially similar to the group profile record is 
associated with each user. The user profile record is initially created by tfie dealer at the time the 
dealer creates the user. The user profile record comprises one or more filter conditions, and the 
user profile record is used to filter the information contained in the dealer's exclusive database 
region. For example, a sales manager may have specified that only purchase requests with 
"sold" status is to be displayed. Then, for this sales manager, only purchase requests with "sold" 
status will be displayed. All other information in ttie exclusive database region will be filtered 
out. In this and subsequent examples, the use of "user" is not intended to be limiting, but for 
clarity, examples may also be provided using tities such as, by way of example, sales manager, 
salesperson A, and salesperson B. 

[0145] Figure 28 illustrates an example of a user record according to one embodiment 
of the invention. The Data Center system advantageously stores a user record for each user 
created by each dealer or dealer group login account. The user record may advantageously be 
stored in the dealer's exclusive database region. By way of example, five fields are illustrated 
comprising a user identification 2802, user profile 2804, dealer identification number 2806, 
purchase request list 2808, and assigned tasks 2810. One of ordinary skill in the art will realize 
that any number of the fields may be implemented as pointers to other records or fields, may be 
broken down into additional sub-files, and that additional fields could be added. 

[0146] In one embodiment, a first HTML page comprising the login module 1802 
may be accessed via the Intemet by a person associated with a dealer to access the Data Center 
system. As an example, a person associated with a dealer may advantageously provide a login 
identification and password pair associated with a dealer group account utilizing the first HTML 
page. Having provided a valid login identification and password pair, a second HTML page may 
request the person to identify himself or herself by selecting a user from a list of users associated 
with the dealer group account and previously created. Upon selecting a user, a first HTML page 
of the home module 1804 may be displayed. In another embodiment, the person may utilize the 
login module 1802 to create additional users belonging to the dealer group, delete existing users 
from the dealer group, and modify existing user profiles in the dealer group. 

[0147] In one embodiment, the home module 1804 may advantageously provide the 
user access to the features and components comprising the dealer access module 612. Figure 19 
generally illustrates such an HTML page of the home module 1804. The HTML page contains a 
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master table of contents 1904 providing a summary listing of the features and contents of the 
dealer access module 612. The summary listing may advantageously be tiered to better illustrate 
the organization of the dealer access module 612. For example, each module comprising the 
dealer access module 612 is Usted in the first tier while each module's components is Hsted in the 
second tier. Additionally, other summary information pertaining to the user such as, by way of 
example, a number of new purchase requests, and a number of appointments today, may 
advantageously be presented. The summary information displayed may be dependent on the 
particular user profile record and may alsd be tiered. 

[0148J Each entry in the master table of contents 1904 is preferably implemented as a 
hypertext link providing direct access to a linked HTML page, hi another embodunent, the other 
summary information contents may also be implemented as a list of links to other HTML pages 
containing more detailed information. For example, clicking on the new purchase request link 
1902 with a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like, may fiirther display an HTML page 
listing die new purchase requests as generally illustrated in Figure 17. Tabs may also be 
implemented to provide direct access to specific HTML pages comprising the dealer access 
module 612. 

[0149] The purchase request management module advantageously comprises the 
manage customers module 1806 and may facilitate the efficient real time management of a 
dealer's purchase requests. A user utilizes the manage customers module 1806 to access the 
purchase requests submitted to the dealer. Several properties may advantageously be associated 
with a purchase request such as, by-way of example, a purchase request status, a purchase 
request priority, and a purchase request task. The user may advantageously perform operations 
such as associating a status to a purchase request, detennining a purchase request priority, 
scheduling activities and assigning tasks based upon the purchase request priority, associating i 
task to a purchase request, assigning a purchase request task to a user, and the Uke. 

[0150] Figure 20 generally illustrates a first HTML page of the manage customers 
module 1806. A table of contents listing the contents of the manage customer module 1806 is 
displayed generally at 2002. A total number of purchase requests satisfying the filtering 
conditions specified in the user profile field 2804 is specified at a purchase requests total 2004. 
A number of appointments for the user scheduled for the current day is specified at a today's 
appointments total 2006. 
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[01511 In one embodiment, the total number of purchase requests may be obtained by 
searching through the contents of both the new vehicle purchase requests field 310 and the used 
vehicle purchase requests field 312 of the appropriate dealer record and determining the number 
of purchase requests satisfying the fihering conditions. The purchase requests satisfying the 
filtering conditions may advantageously be identified by the new vehicle purchase request 
identification number 702 or the used vehicle purchase request identification number 802 These 
identification numbers may be stored in the purchase request list field 2808 in the user record for 
quick and efficient reference. Those of ordinary skill in the art will realize that there are other 
methods of identifying the purchase requests satisfying the filtering condifions such as 
maintaining another copy of the purchase request record in the database, creating a record of 
database links pointing to the purchase request records satisfying the filtering conditions, and the 
like. 

[0152] In one embodiment, each purchase request is identified by a status such as 
new, could not contact, quoted, pending, sold, and dead deal. The Data Center system initially 
assigns a status of "new" to each purchase request submitted to the system. This status may 
advantageously be stored in the status field 730 in the new vehicle purchase request record or the 
status field 826 in the used vehicle purchase request record. As is generally illustrated at 2008 in 
Figure 20, the number of purchase requests may be listed according to the purchase request 
status. In an alternative embodiment, the hst may be comprised of links to other HTML pages 
which provide the user a more detailed purchase request Usting such as that shown in Figure 17. 

[01531 Figure 21 is a flow chart generally illustrating a real time setting of a purchase 
request status according to one embodiment of the invention. In particular, at a step 2102, the 
user utilizes a purchase request listing module to obtain a listing of the purchase requests 
satisfying the filter conditions specified in the user profile field 2804 in the user record. As an 
example, a salesperson may click on the purchase requests total link 2004 (Figure 20) using a 
pointing device such as a mouse, or the like, to access an HTML page displaying the list of 
purchase requests. Such a list suitable for use with one embodunent of the invention is generally 
illustrated by a purchase request listing 2202 in Figure 22. 

(01541 The purchase request listing module may Ust the purchase requests according 
to date, status, and customer name. Also, the purchase requests may advantageously be 
displayed with alternating backgrounds to better distinguish one purchase request fi-om the next. 
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In another embodiment, the purchase requests may be displayed in differing colors based upon, 
for example, the status and the date. Thus, for example, new purchase requests that have not 
been acted on for 48 hours may be displayed in red to indicate that some action should be taken. 
The displayed information is obtained from the appropriate fields in the new vehicle purchase 
request records and the used vehicle piirchase request records. 

[0155] In one embodiment, a scrollable detail display 2206 appearing on the right 
side of the HTML page generally illustrated in Figure 22 does not initially display the details of a 
purchase request. The right side of the HTML page initially displays a message substantially 
similar to the message displayed in Figure 17. At a step 2104, the user utilizes a purchase 
request detail display module to display a purchase request's details. For example, the 
salesperson can select a purchase request from the purchase request listing 2202 by clicking on a 
customer name link 2204, "Joseph, Tester" in the example, using a pointing device such as a 
mouse, or the like. This causes the purchase request detail display module to display the 
contents of Tester Joseph's purchase request in the scrollable detail display 2206 in a step 2106. 
As can be seen in the figure, the location of the side bar in the scrollable detail display 2206 is 
shown scrolled to the bottom. The top of the scrollable detail display 2206 contains information 
substantially similar to tiiat in the scrollable detail display 2206 illustrated in Figure 26 except 
that in this example, the displayed name would be "Tester Joseph" instead of "Joseph Tester" as 
illustrated in Figure 26. 

[0156] In a step 2108, the user may utilize a status change module to update the 
purchase request status. In one embodiment, the status change module comprises a status change 
screen 2208 within the scrollable detail display 2206 and facilitates the purchase request status 
update. The user may advantageously change the status to reflect certain buyer feedback 
obtained during a communication with the buyer. The communication may, for example, be a 
phone conversation, an e-mail message, or a face-to-face meeting. For example, the salesperson 
may have provided the buyer a quote of $10,000. The salesperson could then change the status 
of the purchase request from its current status to a new status to indicate "quoted." The new 
status may be selected from a status pull-down menu 2210. Selecting the "quoted" status from 
the status pull-down menu 2210 requires the user to provide an amount quoted in a quote amount 
field 2212. In the example, the salesperson woftld have entered "10000" in the quote amount 
field 2212. Also, selecting a "dead deal" status froni hp status pull-down menu 2210 requires 
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the user to provide a reason for the dead deal by making a selection from a dead deal reason pull- 
down menu 2302 (Figure 23). Fields requiring user input may be indicated, for example, by a 
flashing red light appearing beside the required field. 

[0157] In one embodiment, the user may also specify a memo in a memo field 2214. 
For example, the salesperson may provide a memo indicating the reason for the price quote of 
$10,000. The contents of the memo may be maintained along with the purchase request status 
and may advantageously be displayed along with the status. The contents of the memo may be 
displayed using a different font or a different color to better identify the memo's contents. In 
another embodiment, the memo contents may be maintained in a separate record pointed to by 
either the status field 730 in the new vehicle purchase request record or the status field 826 in the 
used vehicle purchase request record, 

[0158] Having made the appropriate status selection, the user clicks on a submit 
button 2304 using a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like, to activate the status change. 
The status change module immediately access the appropriate records in the dealer's exclusive 
database region and makes the necessary changes. Subsequently, the status change module 
unmediately updates both the scrollable detail display 2206 and the purchase request listing 
2202. Figure 24 generally illustrates an updated HTML page containing the updated scrollable 
detail display 2206 and the updated purchase request listing 2202. As can be seen in the figure, 
the location of the side bar in the scrollable detail display 2206 is shown scrolled to the middle, 
hi one embodiment, a purchase request status list 2402 immediately displays the new purchase 
request status as part of a purchase request status history list. 

[0159] In another embodiment, the status change module immediately updates all 
displays containing a modified purchase request to reflect a purchase request modification. In 
one example, salesperson A may update Tester Joseph's purchase request status from new to 
quoted. Salesperson A's scrollable detail display 2206 and purchase request listing 2202 is 
immediately updated to reflect the status change to purchase request X. If salesperson B is 
viewing a purchase request listing 2202 containing Tester Joseph's purchase request at 
substantially the same time as when salesperson A performs flie status change to Tester Josq)h's 
purchase request, then salesperson B's purchase request listing 2202 is immediately updated to 
reflect the status change to Tester Joseph's purchase request. 
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{0160] In an alternative embodiment, not all users may be able to change a purchase 
request's status. The user profile record may advantageously contain information indicating 
whether the user is permitted to change the purchase request's status. For example, a sales 
manager may advantageously be permitted to perform a purchase request status change while 
salespersons may not able to perform a purchase request stattjs change. The sales manager's 
profile record will indicate the ability of the sales manager to change a purchase request's status. 
In contrast, the salesperson's profile record will indicate the inability of the salesperson to 
perform this fimction. Thus, if a salesperson tries to change a purchase request's status, an error 
message may advantageously appear. 

(0161] In one embodiment, eadi purchase request has an associated pxirchase request 
priority. The buyer enters the purchase request priority through a web page utilized during the 
purchase request formulation and submission process. Figure 25 generally illustrates such a 
buyer web page suitable for use in one embodiment of the invention. The buyer selects a 
purchase time period fi-om a purchase time period list 2502. Depending on the type of vehicle 
requested, either new or used, the buyer's selection is input into either the priority field 728 in 
the new vehicle purchase request record or the priority field 822 in the used vehicle purchase 
request record. 

[0162] In one embodiment, a purchase time period of 48 hours is associated with an 
"A-Immediate" priority, a purchase time period of 2 weeks is associated with a "B-Serious" 
priority, and a purchase time period of 30 days is associated with a "C-Future" priority. For 
example, a buyer, Joseph Tester, may select "2 weeks" fi-om the purchase time period list 2502. 
The purchase request created will be assigned a priority of "B-Serious" by the Data Center 
system. A user belonging to the appropriate dealer group may then log into the Data Center 
system and access the purchase request listing 2202 generally illustrated in Figure 26. The user 
may then use a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like, and click on the customer name link 
2204 for Joseph Tester to display the details of Joseph Tester's purchase request in the scrollable 
detail display 2206. A purchase request priority display 2602 advantageously displays Joseph 
Tester's purchase request priority. In another embodiment, the time period specified in the 
purchase time period list may also be displayed in the purchase request priority display 2602. In 
an altemative embodiment, the user may sort the purchase request according to its priority, and 
may selectively display purchase requests depending on its priority. . - - 
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10163] Thus, the purchase request priority enables the user to better allocate resources 
in order to consummate a sale. The user may advantageously schedule daily tasks by focusing 
on the higher priority purchase requests. As an example, a salesperson may advantageously plan 
his or her daily activities by focusing more effort and attention to purchase requests with a higher 
priority. Moreover, the user may assign tasks to the appropriate sales staffbased on the purchase 
request priority. For example, a sales manager may advantageously assign the higher priority 
purchase requests or the higher dollar value purchase requests to the more senior or more capable 
sales staff 

[0164] Figure 27 is a flow chart generally illustrating a real time associating of a 
purchase request task to a purchase request, and the assignment of the purchase request task to a 
user according to one embodiment of the invention. In particular, at a step 2702, the user obtains 
a hsting of the purchase requests satisfying the user's filter conditions as specified in the user's 
profile record. For example, a sales manager, identified in the example as "1 DRT Classic 
Interface," may obtain a list of all new purchase requests. This is possible by specifying in the 
sales manager's profile record his or her desire to only list new purchase requests. The 
procedures previously discussed above in conjunction with the step 2102 may advantageously be 
used to obtain the purchase request listing 2202 (Figure 22). At a step 2704, the user selects a 
purchase request from the purchase request Usting 2202. The user clicks on the customer name 
link 2204 using a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like. This immediately causes the 
contents of the selected purchase request to be displayed in the scrollable detail display 2206 in a 
step 2706. As an example, the sales manager can select the customer name link 2204 for Tester 
Joseph to display the contents of Tester Joseph's purchase request in the scrollable detail display 
2206. 

[0165] hi a step 2708, the user may utilize an associate task module to associate a 
task to the purchase request, hi one embodiment, tiie associate task module comprises an assign 
task screen 2216 and facilitates the assigning of a specific task to a user in the dealer group, hi 
assigning the task, the user may advantageously consider factors such as a user's schedule, user's 
capabilities, buyer's desires, purchase request status, and purchase request priority. As an 
example, the sales manager may determine that, of all the qualified salespersons, Bill Baskin is 
the most qualified to handle Tester Joseph's purchase request. The tasks may be comprised of, 
for example, not apphcable, call, delivery, e-mail, follow-up, other, and test-drive 
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[0166] In one embodiment, the user may select an appropriate task from a task pull- 
down menu 2218 to associate to the purchase request. The user selects a date the task is to be 
carried out in a task date field 2220. The user selects a time for the task to be carried out by 
making a selection in a task time pull-down menu 2222. The time pull-down menu may list the 
times in 15 minute increments. Finally, the user may assign a user to perform the task by making 
a selection from an assign to user puU-down menu 2224. The assign to user pull-down menu 
2224 lists all users belonging to the same dealer group as the user. For example, the sales 
manager may assign Bill Baskin the task of sending Tester Joseph an e-mail message at 10:00 
A.M. on December 16, 1 998. 

[01671 Having provided the necessary information, the user clicks on a submit button 
2304 (Figure 23) using a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like, to activate the association 
and assignment of the specified task to the purchase request. The associate task module 
immediately access the appropriate records in the dealer's exclusive database region and makes 
the necessary changes. Subsequently, the associate task module may immediately update both 
the scrollable detail display 2206 and the purchase request listing 2202. The scrollable detail 
display 2206 comprises a purchase request task list 2404 which immediately displays the newly 
assigned task. The newly assigned task may initially be assigned an~ active status. For example, 
immediately upon the sales manager submitting the task, both the scrollable detail display 2206 
and the purchase request listing 2202 will display the just created task assignment. As is 
illustrated in Figure 24, the purchase request task list 2404 displays both the assignor of the task 
as well as the assignee* 

[0168] In one ^bodiment, the specified task may be included in the assigned tasks 
field 281 0 in the user record of the user assigned the task. The user may also specify a memo in 
the memo field 2214. The contents of the memo rnay be maintained along with the purchase 
request task and may advantageously be displayed along with the task. For example, the sales 
manager may state in the memo field 2214 his or her reason for assigning Bill Baskin the task. 
Further, the sales manager may be offered tiie capability of blocking others from viewing the 
contents of his or her memo field. 

[0169] In one embodiment, the user may advantageously modify a purchase request 
task by utilizing a task edit link 2406. Clicking on the task edit link 2406 using a pointing device 
such as a mouse, or the like, activates a modify task module. The modify task module may 
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display in the scrollable detail display 2206 a modify task screen. The mer may advantageously 
use the modify task screen to make appropriate changes to the purchase request task. As an 
example, the sales manager may modify the date, tiie time, the task, and the assigned user. Also, 
the sales manager may advantageously modify the purchase request task status to, for example, 
active, inactive, or canceled. 

[0170] In one embodiment, a user may advantageously view the tasks assigned to the 
user by clicking on the today's appointments total link 2006 (Figure 20) using a pointing device 
such as a mouse, or the like. Subsequendy, a list tasks module may display an HTML page 
which lists the user's appointments as well as the tasks assigned to the user. Figure 29 generally 
illustrates such an HTML page suitable for use with one embodiment of the invention. For 
example. Bill Baskin may access the Data Center system and click on the today's appointments 
total link 2006 to view a list of his tasks. The assignment to send Tester Joseph an e-mail at 
10:00 A.M. on December 16, 1998, may advantageously appear in Bill Baskin' s task list. 
(Figure 29 illustrates an HTML page Hsting the appointments and the tasks for a different user.) 

[01711 In another example, the sales manager may click on the cvistomer name link 
2204 for Tester Joseph using a pointing device such as a mouse, or the like. This immediately 
causes the contents of Tester Joseph's purchase request to be displayed in the scrollable detail 
display 2206. The sales manager may also assign Bill Baskin the task of following-up with 
Tester Joseph at 10:30 A.M. on December 16, 1998. Once flie sales manager submits the task to 
the associate task module, the assigned tasks immediately appear in the purchase request listing 
2202 and the scrollable detail display 2206 (Figure 24). 

[0172] In another embodiment, all purchase request listings 2202 and scrollable detail 
displays 2206 containing Tester Joseph's purchase request is immediately updated to reflect the 
task assignment. For example, if Bill Baskin happened to be viewing a purchase request listing 
2202 at substantially the same time as when the sales manager assigned the task. Bill Baskin' s 
purchase request Hsting 2202 will immediately be updated to reflect the just created task 
assignment, hi another embodiment, if Bill Baskin is viewing the HTML page listing his 
appointments at substantially the same tune as the assignment of the task, the HTML page is 
immediately updated to reflect the task assignment. 

[0173J In one embodiment, Bill Baskin may advantageously assign to himself tasks 
as a reminder to perform the assigned task. For example, Bill Baskin can assign to himself the 
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task of calling a potential buyer on a specific day. Once the task is completed, Bill Baskin can 
edit the purchase request task status to inactive to, for example, signify the completion of the 
task. As another example, another salesperson may advantageously assign salesperson Bill 
Baskin the task of sending an e-mail message to a prospective buyer. 

[0174] In an altemative embodiment, certain users may advantageously be qualified 
to assign tasks. The user profile record may advantageously contain information indicating 
whether the user is permitted to assign tasks. As an example, sales managers may be able to 
assign tasks to salespersons, but salespersons would not be able to assign tasks to other 
salespersons or sales managers, hi yet an altemative embodiment, the assigned task may 
advantageously be a directive. For example, if a sales manager assigned a task' to a salesperson, 
then the sales manager can modify the task assignment, hi contrast, the salesperson will not be 
able to modify the task assignment. 

[0175J This invaition may be embodied in other specific forms without departing 
from the essential characteristics as described herein. The embodiments described above are to 
be considered in all respects as illustrative only and not restrictive in any manner. The scope of 
the invention is indicated by the following claims rather than by the foregoing description. 
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